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Dear Ms. Searcy:

DOG1(ET FILE COpy ORIGINALMs. Donna Searcy
Secretary
The Federal Communications Commission
1919 M Street, NW
Washington, DC 20554
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~
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Enclosed is a copy of a letter-statement that has been provided to each of the Commissioners,
dealing with the equipment-compatibility battle between the Consumer Electronics Manufacturers
and the Cable TV interests.

Very truly yours,
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The Federal Communications Commissioners
1919 M Street, NW
Washington, DC 20554
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7536 Spring Lake Drive, Bethesda, MD 20817

Commissioners: The Honorable James H. Quello
The Honorable Sherrie P. Marshall
The Honorable Andrew C. Barrett
The Honorable Ervin S. Duggan
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Subject: Cable Equipment Compatibility (MM-Docket 92-263) and Benefits Thereof

We have provided comments related to the differences that exist between the EIA and the NCTA
in respect to the need for better compatibility of equipment between cable systems and consumer
electronic equipment.

This has been a long-standing point of disagreement between these two organizations; attempts
by the EIA Broadband Communications Committee more than 20 years ago were unsuccessful
in bringing these two factions together.

The solution is use of present state-of-the-art off-premises control systems - no Cable-Operator­
owned-equipment required to be in the home.

The benefits are overwhelming:

1. Piratina: Most win be reduced to the vanishing point - most citizens will not go off
their own premises to meddle with someone else's equipment. On-premises equipment
is "fair game" to many so called law-abiding citizens.

2. Competition: Subscriber costs for on-premises equipment has been much too high ­
competition will hold these costs to subscribers.

3. Accessibility and Operating Costs: The Cable Operator doesn't need to go on premises,
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- Le., an off-premises cable TV control system such as Mask, or Interdiction, and of course,
negative trapping, the grandfather of them all.

There are several immediate and major benefits to be derived by going to an "off-premises"
system, and some of these are listed below, in no particular order:

1. Encourage Competition. An objective view of the requirement by the Cable Operator that
equipment be placed in the subscriber's home leaves much room to conclude that the Cable
Operators want to control and monopolize the application of equipment in the subscriber's
home - in almost exactly the same way that the Telephone Companies were doing before
the Carter/one Act became law after 20 years offighting between the Telcos and would-be
competitors!

As the attached article from the March 12, 1992 Washington Times illustrates, media will
support. and back down from. their advertisers (customers), Such is further illustrated in
additional pieces attached herewith:

• Multichannel News, April 19, 1993
The "reasoning" in this article is especially specious. The expression "concern
over security: just does not follow; piracy losses in off-premises' security systems
surely must be several orders of magnitude less than the 6 billion dollars per year
that is being quoted today.

Then, "...a typical cable system would actually lose $2.3 million over 9 years."
Why 9 years? How many subscribers? Average of 2.3 million divided by 9 years
= $256,000 per year? Compare to the claimed "$6 billion per year" for the entire
Industry, or about $100 per year per subscriber (very high); 2,560 homes is the
break-even point for 1 year.

• Cablevision, April 19, 1993
• Multichannel News, April 26, 1993

Further, the following list of pieces, copies attached, show how the media will condemn any
competitive threat to "their" advertisers (customers), in this case by trying and convicting
"pirates" without due process.

• Cable World, April 26, 1993
• Multichannel News, May 10, 1993

2. "Pirating". The Cable Industry has claimed that pirating is costing it upwards of $6 billion
per year! No documentation has come into view from here that would come close to
supporting that figure, and this is up drastically from an "estimated" 4 billion as of last year,
for which, also, no support is readily available. This number relates to more than $loq per
subscriber per year, a bit hard to swallow. (Per-non-subscriber figure is higher.)
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A major benefit of off-premises technology will be the drastic reduction in the amount of
"pirating" that is going on.

The development of an off-premises system, such as is used now by the Telephone Industry
(a very close analogy but not the same technology) and a very few Cable Operators (except
traps; see below), will resolve most of the piracy problems. Drastically fewer subscribers
will go outside their homes to "steal" programming; equipment in the house is ''fair game"!
(And, by the way, telephone companies will be competing with the CATV Industry on that
same level playing field, i.e., probably no special equipment in the subscriber's home.)

An application of a percentage of that $6 billion - or perhaps 10 or 20% of one year's
piracy loss, as claimed by the Cable Industry, would indeed go a long way toward the
perfection of a viable off-premises channel-control system.

3 The technology is available to permit and to provide for a means for the Cable Operator to
provide Cable TV services into the home in the clear without placing any kind of equipment
or "boxes" in the home.

Cable Operators claim that such is not possible; it is, and at least two companies are
providing equipment which will perform this function: Scientific Atlanta and Phillips
(Magnavox). And, don't overlook "negative trapping."

4 Technology for controlling signal reception from outside the home has been offered on the
market for several years, including addressability.

There is considerable reason to question whether or not the Cable Industry really has
attempted to apply this technology. Obviously, if the Cable Companies kept their equipment
out of the home, third-party suppliers could come in and supply that equipment in
competition with the Cable Companies, but of course the Cable Companies, like anyone
else, do not want any competition at all.

"Cable Labs, " funded by the Cable Industry, does not have one single project or one single
dollar allocated toward the objective of making it possible to serve subscribers completely
from outside the home, similar to what the Telephone Industry does now. See the attached
piece from International Cable, February 1993.

At least two leading suppliers are now on the market with what would appear to be
workable "off-premises" systems: Scientific Atlanta with their Interdiction system and
Phillips with their Mask system. It is quite reasonable to expect that such technology could
have and would have been perfected quite some time ago, had the Cable Industry really
embraced the concept.

5. Financial benefits will accrue to Cable from use of off-premises technology. There have
already been some real benefits derived and recognized from the use of this so called "off­
premises" technology (a term that will be used here to describe Interdiction, Mask, Negative
Traps, and other such technologies that are offered today). For one thing, service charges
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have dropped surprisingly. For another, (and the Cable Operators do not wish to admit
this), the Cable Operators will save a whole lot of money because third-party equipment will
not cost the Cable Operator anything, and the Cable Operator will not be responsible for the
maintenance of such third-party equipment (although the Cable Operator may wish to
provide the channel-control programming for such third-party devices as may use
addressable technology). And in one or more instances, penetration is up and costs are
down. See also the attached pieces from Multi-Channel News (date unknown) and Cable
World (5/24/93), listing the benefits of "interdiction. "

In the past, the Cable Industry media have been notably slow to encourage the use of off­
premises technology; their "customers" wouldn't like it? See again the attached piece from
the Washington Times dated March 12, 1993.

6. Consumer Electronics Equipment - Capabilities can be utilized fully in Cable Systems using
off-premises technology, delivering clear signals to the home.

The Cable Industry is addressing this whole matter from the standpoint of trying to continue
to control what is placed inside the subscriber's home - basically an un-American concept.

7. Special Communications Infrastructure Equipment can be handled the same way; as with
Telephone Companies, the subscriber can go to an alternate source, providing his own
terminal. There is no need for the Cable Industry to try to convert the TV set into a
computer! IBM and Apple have done it, and millions of subscribers have them.

It's a mistake to allow the Communications Industry (i.e., cable companies, computer
companies, etc.) to contemplate placing their equipment in the home (leased equipment
would belong to the subscriber); subscribers should install their own terminals - to Cable­
Operator interface specifications.

Analogy has been made between the Cable Company's box, the gas meter, and the electric
meter, etc. Such an analogy is not now appropriate, but, and in fact, the analogy could be
perfected by utilizing exactly this off-premises type of technology as provided by at least
two manufacturers, and the control box, outside the home, can be related very closely to the
gas meter, water meter, and the electric meter, all of which are also "outside" the homes,
i.e., in practically all cases the meter, or the electronics performing that function, is not
located inside of the customer's premises. Also, the "original" control system, negative
trapping is an immaculate example.

The Cable Industry may be increasing costs to the subscriber drastically, by (1) unnecessarily
complicating the hardware, (2) leaving themselves open to "$6 billion per year" in theft or
piracy losses, and (3) charging monopoly prices. The current "plant configuration" for
controlling copyrighted material is a disaster (somewhat comparable to standing up in a
hammock).
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The bottom line, then, is that something has to be done to get the Cable Operators'
specially-defined equipment out of the home; open the subscriber equipment market to real
competition; standardize the method of delivering services while making the entire system
many times more secure; and to stop this propaganda that is being promulgated by the Cable
Industry that anyone who makes a device to go into a subscriber's home without the
"approval" of the Cable Industry is a "pirate."

The above is respectfully submitted.

Very truly yours,

~7
O. D. Page, P.E.

ODP/pg

cc:

Mr. John Wong
Dr. Richard Green, Cable TV Labs, Inc.
NCTA

Attachments: Washington Times, March 12, 1992
MultiChannel News, April 19, 1993
Cablevision, April 19, 1993
MultiChannel News, April 26, 1993
Cable World, April 26, 1993 (piracy)
MultiChannel News, May 10, 1993 (piracy)
International Cable, February 1993
MultiChannel News, (date unknown) (interdiction)
Cable World, May 24, 1993 (interdiction, payoff)
Article by Michael Schrage (February 12, 1993 - Washington Post)
Letter to Scientific Atlanta, Jay Levergood
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And note again that the Cable Industry "invented" the first immaculate off-premises control
system, the negative Trap - and this device is still very much in use today.

I invite your attention also to a slightly petulant letter which I wrote to Jay Levergood at
Scientific Atlanta (copy attached). I was totally taken aback by the reaction of his people down
there when I suggested to them that their interdiction system could be perfected and offered as
a solution to the FCC for the serious problem of equipment compatibility between the consumer
electronics industry and the Cable Industry. (£hillips now offers an off-premises system called
"MultiMask. ")

I also invite you attention to an article written by Mr. Michael Schrage and published in the
February 12, 1993 issue of the Washington Post (also the Los Angeles Times). Mr. Schrage
makes a very clear case, for a journalist, for getting that stuff "out of the home"

RECOMMENDATION: FORM AND IMPLEMENT A TECHNICAL COMMITTEE

This matter is not going to be resolved in any reasonable period of time (perhaps even in
a reasonable lifetime) if the EIA and the NCTA are allowed to continue to "duke it out"
over who is going to specify the configuration of whose equipment! The Cable Operator
has no business or need to try to tell the manufacturers of consumer equipment what has to
be done to make consumer equipment compatible with cable. Likewise, manufacturers of
consumer equipment have developed their equipment for use within the home, for open­
reception of whatever channels are available (having already made concessions involving
additional channel capacity, shielding, etc.), and should not have to dictate in-home Cable
Company equipment design.

What is needed is something that the FCC has done successfully many times before, such
as, the TV Committee that selected the NTSC signal format; and the FCC Technical
Advisory Committee (C-TAC) which provided such cable regulations as were promulgated
in the '70s; and the special committee that was formed by the FCC and the FAA to deal
with signal leakage. This is of course to appoint a Committee. The Committee might
perhaps possibly be better staffed by senior engineers from the Industry, although there
would certainly be something to be said for regulatory, administrative, and legal
representation as well. Any Competitors should be evenly represented on such a committee.

The purpose of the committee would be to set forth interface specifications between the
cable signals coming to the home and the consumer products that are already owned by the
subscriber and in the home. It appears that the burden of these modifications may well fall
on the Cable Industry, but the savings to be derived over a long term by the Cable Industry
(see again the attached articles from MultiChannel News (date unknown) and Cablevison
(5/24) should far more than offset any additional initial cost that might be borne at this time.
Many manufacturers will then commit immediately to additional R&D funds to bring about
the design of suitable off-premises equipment that can be used by cable companies. (Now,
however, the equipment manufacturers are somewhat reluctant to come in and promote any
off-premises equipment, because of the highly-political nature of the relationship between
the Cable Operators as customers and the equipment manufacturers as suppliers.)
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nomic censorship," the report quotes re­
porter Herb Weisbaum of the Seattle TV
station KIRO as saying.

Loren Ghiglione, editor of the News of
Southbridge, Mass., and a recent pres­
ident of the American Society of News­
paper Editors, conceded that many pa­
pers have been "subject to pressures
from advertisers both before and after
stories."

And yet, he pointed out, many newspa­
pers have forged ahead with potentially
damaging stories on advertisers, accept­
ing the possible loss of ad revenue.

"There is increased evidence" that the
,!!edia censor new6--sfiiti9s about adver-

might anger some of their car-dealer ad­
vertisers:

• A Southern newspaper' that fired a
columnist of 23 years after he spoke can­
didly about the local auto industry's influ­
ence over the newspaper's editOl'ial con­
tent.

• A magazine ad sales representative
who tells potential advertisers, ..If you
give us a spread, we'll give you a paRe of
editorial,"

Separately, the New England Journal
of Medicine reported in January that
magazines that carried tobacco ads are
38 percent less likely to discuss the haz­
ards of smoking than magazines without
tobacco ads,

"Everyone is feeling the sting of eco-

'-

Center for the Study of Commercialism,
a watchdog against the increasing domi­
nance of commercialism in society ­
suggests an emphatic no,

It documents dozens of examples in
which radioand television stations, news­
papers and magazines have either killed
or modified stories to appease adver­
tisers of everything from real estate to
prescription drugs:

Some examples:
• The network morning news show

that deleted information about substan­
dard parts used to construct jet planes
made by the network's parent company,

• The Midwestern television station
that killed a story by a veteran consumer
reporter because managers feared it

------------------1\-- /"'~~-,~':"~~-~"j

By Karen Riley
THE V\IOSttINGTON TIMES

The hard-hitting news media - so
quick to go for the jugular in political .
reporting - are developing a soft spot in
the way they handle stories about adver- .
tisers and their products, according to a
new study by a Washington advocacy
group,

"Can the American press stand up to
General Electric, Procter & Gamble, R.J,
Reynolds and the like, the same way it
now stands up to the government?" the
study's principal author, Catholic Univer­
sity law professor Ron Collins, mused at
a news conference yesterday. .

His 76-page report, published by the
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down from advertisers, critics say
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tisers, said Hobert M. O'Neil, threc­
tor of the Thomas Jcllcr'son Center
for- the Protec.;tion of Free Expres­
sion, located in Char'lottesville_

Mr'. O'Neil, a former president of
the University of Virginia, said the
Jefferson Center is looking at the
erosion of First Amendment free­
doms in art museums, on record
Pilck'IRing and in the press_

"Some industries are especially

notorious - the autollldusu'y is high
on that:' I\.1r: GhiRlione S<lid.

"When newsPilpersare filled with
ads the policies are very stringent,
and when times are tough and
they're scratching for ads, I'm sure
the policy is looser," said 'led Orme,
spokesman for the National Automo­
bile Dealers Association.

Car dealers don't try to dictate
policy, he said. "We're looking for
fair treatment."

The center makes nine recom­
mendations for change. The indus­
try could impose professional guide-

lines. establish a n<lt iOllal censorship
dear'inghouse and create a watch,
dog group to monitor' and protest ob­
jectionablc practices.

Sure to be more controversial arc
its suggcstions that ConRress outlaw
advertiser censorship and enact
whistleblower legislation to protect
journalists,

Mr. O'Neil, who frowns on any leg­
islative steps imposed on the news

industry, warns that moving too ag- tj'
gressively against advertisers could ,
undermine their own freedom Oft
speech. Jf

I



cure signals and that cable operators will be told to im­
plement decoders with times, dual tuners, etc.

The worst thing that could happen is that cable will
be told to either cease scrambling, adopt a national
scrambling standard or some other single technology,
said Bailey. "'The commission has to recognize that
perfect compatibility probably is not possible in the
short-term.~he said.

Predictably. both sides' comments were polarized
along familiar themes: Electronics manufacturers
want a national scrambling standard or cable signals
to be delivered "in the dear" so that cable drops can
be directly attached to TV receivers, while cable in­
terests are demanding a standard for "cable-ready"
1Vs and the inclusion of a decoder interface plug on
the back of new 1Vs and VCRs.

These discussions are not new. The enginee'ring
conununities of both groups know and understand the
issue of incompatibility. but because Congress includ­
ed compatibility in the 199'2 Cable Act.. it has taken on
new importance.

And this time, the tone of the comments from both
sides is combative.

"Years of dialogue with the cable industry have con­
SEE CABLE. PAGE 14B

By ROGER BROWN

The comments are in. The battle lines are
drawn. And the cable television and consumer
electronics industries arc digging in for a long

and bitter fight over the hardware the two groups use
to deliver video to consumers.

As part of last year's Cable Act, Congress directed
the Federal Communications Commission to explore
ways to improve compatibility between cable hookups
and 1Vs and VCRs. Twenty-nine entities filed com­
ments with the FCC on March 22.

Specifically, Congress ordered the FCC to search
for methods to overcome many of the problems that
have plagued consumers since the advent of VCRs
and extended-tuning·range televisions.

The issues include watching one channel and
recording another simultaneously, taping two consec­
utive programs that appear on different channels and
using advanced television features such as picture-in­
picture. Cable operators with addressable descram­
bling converters make those tasks nearly impossible
without optional specialized hardware.

From the cable industry's perspective. it appears
the ~t-ease $(.'enario is that the FCC will agree that
flexibl<' S(:rambling methods are the best way to se-
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INCOMPATIBLE?: The electronics. and cable industries
~make converter box~s, 'TVs and VCRs
worK together. . ' • .

1E1A, Cable Square OffOver Compatibili~
;,

SPECIAL SUPPLEMENT TO I\,'IULTICHANNEL NEWS, APiUL 19, 1993



';,~>:"'~.'5'.""._v·~ "~~::.'

Of course, the NCfA disputes the t..1i\S­
version of history, noting that the cable i~
duslry had to develop and deploy set-top fre­
quency converters when systems began to
offer more than 12 channels because televi­
sions were unable to tune the additional
channels. The practice continued because
TV manufacturers used poorly shielded
tuners, resulting in video impainnents. It be­
came aproblem only after the manufacturers
began touting their devices as "cabJe.ready,"
the NCfA argued.

Additionally, EIA members say cable oJ>
erators could easily dump addressable de­
scramblers in favor of traps or convert to in­
terdiction or a technology called broadband
descrambling to offer clear (non-scrambled)
sig'nals. Both Thomson Consumer Electron­
ics and Mitsubishi Electronics America tiled
comments extolling the virtues of interdic·
tion and broadband descrambling, calling
them '"the best short-term solution."

"1bere's no question the electronics pe0­

ple are trying to force cable to adopt interdic­
tion or broadband descrambling," said Joe
Van Loan, senior vice president ofengineer­
ing for Cablevision Industries Inc. "'We're
looking for evolutionary solutions, and we
beUeve we have them."

Those include bypass switches that route
non-scrambled signals around the descram­
bier to the television; universal remotes that
controllVs, VCRs and cable descramblers;
duakuner descramblers that pass two video
channels instead ofjust one; and devices like
VCR-Plus, which viewers can program to au-

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 18
sumed substantial resources. but generated
little meaningful progress in several critical
areaS." according to comments from the
Electronic Industries Association's Con­
sumer EJectronics Group.1he FCC "should
not forget which industry's conduct made
this legislation necessary."

Gary Shapiro, group vice president at the
EIA, adamantly defends the ElKs call for a
national scrambling standard. WIth a stan­
dard, he said, electronics manufacturers
could build devices that will work in any ca­
ble system and consumers could hook them
up right out of the box. Congress mandated
that the interlacemust be improved, and the
FCC has few ifany choices. "There is no dis­
cretion in the law," Shapiro said.

1he cable industry, however, is worried
that a national scrambling standard will lead
to potentially greater piracy.

"The most severe problem with a national
scrambling standard is the lack of alterna­
tives ifit is defeated,..Tune Warner Inc. said
in its comments to the FCC. "Ifa national
scrambling standard was imposed and later
compromised, there would be no way to
reimpIement security without rendering the
subsaibers' equipment unusable."

Cable's concerns over piracy are "total
malarkey," said Shapiro. He noted that the
cable industry presently esIimates its losses
to piracy at about $5 biDioo - or 20 pen:eot
ofthe industry's total revenue. wnte a1terna­
tive we're proposing would bring that loss
rate down dose to rem," Shapiro said. "It
works weD for the satellite industry...

"IfitWOIksso well in the sateDiIe industry,
why are there 3 million dishes and only
600,000 authorized receivers; responded
Bailey.

148 Special Supplement to Multichannel News

!''tElA, Cable Dig in Over Compatibility
-J



tomatic3Dy record programming delivered
through a cable descrambler.

The NCfAsaid the cable industry is~
pared to offer these devices. at '"reasonable
cost." to c:oosumers. AIIhougb the NCfA»
mits that the devicesare not '"l()() pen:eot so­
lutioos,.. they '"ttrtainIyqualify as fl) percent
or90 percent solutions...

Interdidioobaseojoyed~ exp0­

sure. but bas been deployed in fewer than
75.000 homes. according to comments filed
by Scientific-Adanta Inc. the technoJogys
major propooenl Cable systems have been
reIDctant to adopt the t«bnoIogy because of
its higher initial oost. inaeased power~
SUJI1IlriooCiJrwbichthecableopeiatormust
pay) and cooceros wer security..

Nick Wor1h. executive W::e president of
eugineering at Te1eCabIe Corp.. studied
-deaI}cbaooel'" security systems such as &
terdi&Ioo and trends in programming. He

l>illuJ d'~T;Ullbllll~ IS UHIII);lhl>1t- ()1I1y with
olde.- ~..;ync~lppn~~)(l ~"ullbli~ sdlt.'flleS,
that it is in,'ompatibk' with v1(ll-o nlmpres­
sioo and th.olt it shares -many of the praL1ical
difficulties of interdi<..-tion.-

For its parl the NCTA wants the FCC to
esbblish a standard fOf" -cabJe..ready-lVs
and VCRs. This stmdard should encompass
specificabons tOt- improved~ improved
shielding from direct pick-up interference
and a decoder interface connector such as
the one known as ANSI/EIA 563.

This connector standard, which the NC
TNElAjoint engineering committee~
oped in the JDid-l980s, is a small device.
which could sit on the back of lVs and
VCRs. that descrambles cable programming

determined that there wiD be a need tOt- 8ex- virtually transparently and returns the »
ible conditional access. driven by a greater vanced functions oflVs and VCRs.
demand for choice. Furthennore.adetailed But that -MultiPort" device has already
analysis by Worth showOO that a typiaI cable miJed in the marketplace. For it to work. lVs
system would actually lose $2.3 miDioo wer and VCRs must be outfitted with a receptacle
nine years. that accepts inputs from the decoder. RCA.

Broadband descrambling technology among others, built millions oflVs with the
shows some early promise. but hardware plug, but only a few hundred decoders ever
has not progressed beyond the lab.The sys- made it to market.~was because~
tern would descramble several channels~ ~~ rehCt to giVe lip lh
muItmeoosJy and dehera wide spectrum of .......-"'DJficant rnreoue~ associaled-w.il <X&
channels directly to the home. simplifying verter and remote control rentals.
the interlace to consumer gear. - Now, however, operators WOUld be more

Ron KatmeIsoo. JRSideotofMuIIichanoeI amenable to the device because under the
Communication Sciences Inc-. which holds new regulations. that revenue stream wiD~
a patent for broadband descrambliog tech- Iy melt away. "Sometimes it takesa deadline
ooIogy, predicted that1becompaoycould~ orrequiremeol to make itwork." said Worth.
gin volume production as early as 1be latter But the EIAsaid MuItiPort wiD do DOIhiog
halfof 199(. to improvecompatibility with the 2fl)miIIioo

Beyood that. cableopoarssuchasTIlDe lVsand VCRs already in the marketpIaoe.
Wamerooted in theircommellfs; that~ Roger Bt'OUI1I is EtIitoro/CED~

..



Converter Confrontations
Will cable boxes and consumer 1V sets ever work

would allow cable operators to continue to
rely on scrambling to protect their signals
as well as allow for the adaptation of digi­
tal compression.

Zenith has suggested that the FCC
require television sets more than 25 inclws
in diameter to be equipped with an inter­
mediate-frequency port that would "pick
out" unscrambled, compressed or other
signals unintel1igible to a standard \'TSC
television. The IF device would pass on
clear signals to appear on the television
screen but would send those that need to

be deciphered olltsidt· the
television to a cOnVtT!er
or decompressor. ()Ill'('

translated into si,l;n;ds
unclerstandablt· to 'Ill
NTSC television. tlll'Y
would be fed back to the
screen for display.

"People are sll'ppillg
up to the issue." ~;I\~

Huber. "We're (lIn '<ld\
seeing some behind·tilt··
scenes mal1('lIVt'J"In,l!;.
This happens not ill I1lt·('\
ings of committ(·,,~ but
one on one."

Huber. who is ;ll~(j

chairman of t!lt· (;ILI,·
Consumer Ekl'tl'tJllll'
Compatibility !\dvisIJI'Y

Group, which made its own tiling wi th 11 w
commission, says he isn't dismayed by the
sharp comments that consumer electron­
ics manufacturers and cable operators haw
made.

"Maybe to some extent, everybody
wanted to let off some steam," Huber says.
"We now have some issues of real sllb­
stance we can put on the table. It's given
us some ammunition to work with." @

the FCC to form a joint committee to look
at consumer electronics incompatibility. If
the group is formed by the federal gov­
ernment, it might have more clout, he says.

'The concept of the (NCTA-EIAl joint
committee is commendable, but I think it
needs to be strengthened or elevated," says
Squadron. He says he wouldn't be sur­
prised if some consumers were more out­
raged by equipment prob­
lems than by rate
increases. After all, who
enjoys spending a few
hundred dollars on a tele­
vision only to take it home
and discover its extra fea­
tures don't work?

'The equipment issue
is both a financial issue
and an irritation issue,"
Squadron says. "Even
wealthy people don't want
to feel like they've
invested in something to
have the rug pulled out
from under them."

Anumber of conSlllner
electronics finns are
already in the cable busi­
ness and, not surprisingly, one has offered
something ofa solution for incompatibility.

The proposal made by Zenith
Electronics Corp.-developed by its tele­
vision set and cable divisions-wouldn't
solve the problems experienced by televi­
sion sets already in homes that receive
scrambled signals. But, says sponsor
Bruce Huber, VP of marketing for the com­
pany's Consumer Electronics Group, it

nicely together? At least the two sides are talking

The cable industry might be paying
the most attention right now to

rates and progranuning access, since those
are the most important clauses in last
year's re-regulation law. But there are
plenty of technical provisions in the bill,
and discussion ofsome of those items has
gotten pretty heated.

Engineers from the consumer elec­
tronics and cable industries have been
meeting to discuss ways to resolve equip­
ment incompatibilities and duplications in
their respective hardware for some time.
But the comments filed with the Federal
Communication Commission last month
were hardly a reflection of that so-called
spirit of cooperation-on either side.

The National Cable Television
Association told the FCC that it should sd
strict standards for labeling televisions as
"cable ready," and that products not meet·
ing those standards should not be able to
tune in cable channels without adding a
converter box. NeTA also urged the com­
mission to defer any action on digital com­
pression issues.

"Subscribers purchase progranllllin.l{,
not electronics," the NCTA sniffed in its
written comments to the commission.

"I was surprised how really devoid of
reality their comments were," says Gary
Shapiro, VP of the Electronics Industries
Association's Consumer Electronics
Group. 'They were just unbelievably out
of tune with what Congress was trying to
d "o.

William Squadron, commissioner of the
New York City Department of Tele­
communications and Energy, has asked
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;;HCTA Answers EIA on TVIVCR Compatibility Problems~
By PETER LAMBERT

The National Cable Television As.'KJCia­
tion charged the consumer electronics

. industry with offering much c0ndemna­
tion and few solutions to cable/consumer
electronics compatibility problems.

The comments are part of the Federal
Communications's Commission's ongoing
notice of inquiry.

Disputing.the Electronic Industry~
ciations charges that cable is a "standard­
less" industry, the NCTA told the FCC last
wc;ek in its comments that cable is offering
hard solutions for consumers unable to tune
all cable channels or to make full use ofTV
or VCR functions.

Those solutions include a cable industry
offer to provide - as needed and at reas0n­

able, recoverable costs - alternative set-up
devices. They include set-tops with RF by­
pass (to allow consumers to watch and
record one scrambled and one unscrambled
signal simultaneously); dual tuner/descram­
biers (to watch and record two scrambled
channels); converters with built-in timers (to
record sequentially across channels); and
VCR Plus+-type devices to reduce multiple
remotes in the home. .

"We are assuming these costs can be re­
covered in some rational way," given un­
bundled cost allocation inherent in the new
rate regulations. said Wendell Bailey, yice

president of science and technology for the
NCTA. That would mean a rate reduction
for some consumers if TV and VCR man­
ufacturers agreed to build ANSI-563 Mul­
tiPort decoder interfaces into their products.
thereby allowing cable to provide tuner sel­

tops.
The NCTA has also committed itself to

discuss future digital standards with all in­
terested parties, but only after more infor­
mation on digital video performance be­
comes available. Halting technological evo­
lution, it said. is not the answer.

With those offers on the table, Bailey
said. the NCTA is asking set builders to im­
prove tuner capabilities and to start offering

replacement. upgradable tuners in new sets
and VCRs. He warned that adoption ofa ca­
ble-ready defmition will become moot iflV
makers attempt to escape provisions of the
law simply by avoiding the cable-ready la­
bel on their products.

At the same time, the NCTA sought to
persuade the FCC that EIA-based "in-the­
clear" and "broadband scrambling" solu­
tions have so far not provided technically or
economically viable. Nor, it said, would
EIA members share the burden ofsuch cost­
ly solutions. The NCTA also opposed EIA

.calls for limiting channel capacity or impos­
ing a national scrambling standard as "anti­
consumer.'W
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"Piracy Bill Su"e~
Setback in Calil.

By LINDA HAUGSTED

What should have been a slam-dunk legislative success for cable
operators in California, strengthening criminal penalties for ca­
ble piracy, turned into a blocked shot by a lobbyist for inde­

pendent hardware distributors.

In ~e end, state ~enators u~~:~:::=::~~:::::b&eas"die! related stORes of frnL _L _ L __D_ k &---- -- tes..,...,..-
with their cable boxCi.

Lobbyist Jerry Haleva, acting on behalf of the local chapter of a
group called National Cable Consumers Association, has stalled the
bill, which the state's cable industry drafted. .~

The chapter's president is 1rey Prevost:.,He's never been arrested,
but in a raid last October. authorities seized set-tOJ) hardware and other
parts and records at several of Prevost's 6Uslness locations and turned
them over to the Los Angeles district attomey.--- -

Haleva said Prevost manufactures set-tops from scratch and alsp
modifies and upgrades boxes from other sources. -

To fight the bill, Prevost launched a public relations effort to contact
business writers and paint the legislation as anti-consum.ir.

It seems to have worked. . ..~
The bill would increase financial penalties for persons convicted of

possessing SO items or more related to p,irac;y. It would also clarify that
operators can sue conv1clea piratesfor restitution in civil court.
~.~~~d senaJors that subscribers should Dot be~ rent

equipmentfroma cable_.~~r.!'torwhen consumers know they can get
mQI'C ·tcchnologicallY ·advanced models elsewhere.

Asan example, Haleva noted that fte can't use ffle universal remote
that came with his high-end television and the only re.mgte supplie4
by his cable company, Sacramento Cable, \VaSi"cheap plastic thing"
with few of the features of the remote he already owns.

Consumers should be able to buy hardware from anyone they want,
then take it to the local system for authorization, he said.

De technological-incomPatibility arguments appeared to bit homo
~ith senators. ~~y. related their OWA fl:ustAtions witb ~a'.ll'1 fl:em AleS

.. ar~itional ou ., . use fi . .
eir s, accor In ho atte beann . ....,

the bill for two weeks, and its sponsor directed op­
erators to meet with Haleva to develop language tbat would punish
piracy but preserve competition in the hardware market.

Chances for compromise look dim. Dennis Mangers. vice president
of government affairs for the ~fomia C@le Television AssQCiatiou,
said cable supports competition in equipment,~~.
dustry should not be expected to change its entire~hod of liecunDl
p~distribution to satisfy hardwarecompetit~.
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GOVERNMENT I

Anti-Piracy Foes Form Association
By LINDA HAUGSTED

Agroup called the National Consumer Cable Associ­
ation surfaced recenlly in Culifornin. stalling legis­
lation that would strengthen piracy pen,llties and en­

db!.: \)peral(1rs to sue 111 ~'i\il CalirI to rec()\'cr their losses
lrtlm sl~;!Iwllherl.

Cahle e\ccutives were lert wondering. "Who are these
guys?"

Members of the founding board of directors described National Consumer Cable Association
the NCCA as a trade association for independent hardware
distributors.

The founders include three people whom law enforce-
ment agencies have subjected to searches in the last year. "I am not a pirate and I think that charge is refuted by

The organization was formed, according to a mission our industry stand," he said.
statement provided by the NCCA, to "make consumers Cable indulitf)' security specialists would not comment on
aware of their legal right to own cable hardware, thereby "the organization or its membcrs;-citing tegalconsider.llJons
erasing the mistaken stigma of 'illegal' boxes associated -;"····!fesrae5"Provost. the NCCA's founcj~s al=e Frapk~1
with the industry." of Tele-View Disuibutars lRC, iA the ChiCago area~-who's

The group also wants to work with the cable industry to--megroup's president; J~!~b....t.btx.>':!..(LQf.MDEleclrOntc>.

develop interfaces among all entertainment hardware and an electronics resale bUsiness inomaha. Neb.: and Glenn
to stamp out piracy. "which interferes with everyone's prof- mggih()f~Jdwe~~le_c[~_rm.t-.:ars:~intheChicago Jrea
i[ability," said NCCA spokeswoman Danielle Pedersen. .' -Prev-oSi-had'hardware and business records-seized in Oc·

The NCCA was rushed [oge[h~r to fight the California tober, which a court is still holding, he said. Federal author·
bill. which is designed to put third-party producers of ities served search warrants on MD Electronics in 1989 and
"closed" devices out of busmess, according to Trey Prevost in February, Abboud said. According [0 local newspaper
of Gage Systems Inc., a set:fop manufacturer/repair busi- reports, the police and FBI executed a warrant at Tele- View
ness in Los Angeles, and one of the NCCA's four founders. last November during an investigation instigated by the

California is a trendsetter and the group does not want Motion Picture Association of America. There have been
other states to copy its legislation, he said. no arrests. The businessmen characterize the investigations

"The problem is, we need [cable's] cooperation. They as "harassment by the cable industry."
feel that by eliminating boxes, t~nd Ilirac~, but that also Higgin could not be reached to comment on his business
puts a lot of us out of business," PreVOSlsaid. history'.}/I 'J 1 I )

- /11/ vJtj.,-----------r-"'----'
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Pursuing the
future with CableLabs
The following is adapted from a speech
given on October 19, 1992, at
European Cable Communications '92
in London.

By Dr. Richard R. Green

I have been asked to describe Cable
Television Laboratories
(CableLabs) and outline the pro­

jects and philosophy it is employing in
an effort to develop and deploy tech­
nology for future cable systems.

CableLabs is a nonprofit R&D con­
sortium created in May 1988 by cable
operators. Its membership is limited to
operators in North America who, at
present, serve more than 85% of cable
subscribers in the U.S.. and over 50%
of subscribers in Canada. Many of the
companies it serves also are involved
as operators or in JOint ventures In the
U.K. and throughout Europe. Each
member commits to a minimum three­
year CableLabs sponsorship when
joining.

It has a two-step governance struc­
ture with a board comprised of CEOs of
all of the top 10 MSOs, plus represen­
tation from a varied mix of other com­
panies. The other branch of its gover­
nance is the technical advisory commit­
tee, which is made up of engineering
executives from each of our 70 mem­
ber companies. The technical agenda
is managed by a 14-member steering
subcommittee. Engineering executives
serve on subcommittees that address a
wide range of topics: network architec­
ture and design, including multimedia;
personal communications; digital trans­
mission and video compression; high
definition TV (HDTV); home terminal ~

_..- .-_. '--~-'-""-""- - ... -_..--------
equipment and technologies for Op~rg-

tions; and conditional access.
The Labs is supported by member

dues paid at the rate of two cents
(U.S.) per subscriber per month. That
gives it a total budget of about $12 mil­
lion per year. CableLabs has 40 staff
members and expects to continue to
grow at a modest rate of two or three
employees per year over the next few
years.

CableLabs' reason for being
The mission for CableLabs is to plan

and to fund R&D projects, to transfer
relevant technologies to our member
companies iillCU.Q.lQd.uS.t[Y. su.ppj.ferSr

and to serve as a clearinghouse of
technological information for the mem­
bership and for the industry in general.
As befits a creation of the North
American cable industry, CableLabs is
guided at all times by sound business
sense.

Its job is to put technology to work
for the cable industry through technical

means or through business processes
if necessary. Its charter encourages
the transfer of technology from the lab
into practice by forming companies,
participating in joint ventures or assum­
ing equity or investment positions to
encourage the development of prod­
ucts. CableLabs operates an expand­
ing laboratory and an extensive facility
for simulating operating cable systems.

The leaders of our industry have
long understood the necessity of hav­
ing an engineering development capa­
bility whose pursuits are tailored to
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vice area Into one regional network
with centralized facilities. The architec­
ture is a fiber ring bidirectionally fed
that can support analog and digital
transmission. The regional hub allows
operators to share facilities and to
provide a common connection point
for new services such as pay-per­
view movies, digitally compressed
programming, advertising insertion,
multimedia and personal communica­
tions services or data services.

You have all read the recent news
of two of our cable companies (TCI
and Cox) buying Teleport
Communications Group. Teleport is
the leading competitive access com­
pany in the U.S. Its primary business
is to provide interconnection of cus­
tomers' premises with long distance
facilities and to bypass the local tele­
phone exchange carrier. Most current
customers are large business enti­
ties. However, the market is rapidly
expanding to include a wider range of
customers. Cable operators will work
with Teleport to install these intercon­
necting bidirectional rings in
metropolitan areas. In addition there
will be an opportunity for .cable com­
panies to build and to lease fiber to
the local Teleport carrier. The net­
work that develops will be physically
separate, but the fiber for both appli­
cations will be installed at the same
time.

Compression
Now add to that concept another

aspect of the remarkable transition
underway in cable: the use of digital
video compression and transmission
technology. I was not surprised to
learn that the original thinking on digi­
tal encoding and transmission was
done in 1623 by Sir Francis Bacon,
who proposed in "The Dignity and
Advancement of Learning," to encode
the alphabet into a binary system
and, further, to transmit information
with "devices capable of only two
states." He suggested a five-bit word,
and his "bilateral alphabet" consisted
"only of 'A' and 'B' changed through
five places, so as to represent all the
letters of the alphabet."

He continues: "We gain no small
advantage, as this contrivance shows
a method of expressing and signify­
ing one's mind to any distance by ob­
jects that are either visible or audible,
provided only the objects are capable
of two differences, as bells, fireworks,
cannon, etc."

'~ we move into the
digital video age, the.. ca­
pability of new technolo­
gy is mind boggling. II

CableLabs' current task is to apply
Sir Francis' vision to video home
products. To that end, it is engaged in
three separate efforts. The first is di­
rect support of the U.S. and
Canadian effort to standardize HDTV
transmission throughout North
America. It is conducting the labora­
tory evaluation of the proponent
HDTV systems. Its special interest is
the suitability of the digital modulation
proposals on cable networks. More
about that later.

The second effort is its participa­
tion in the work of the Motion Picture
Experts Group (MPEG), an interna­
tional committee recommending stan­
dards for video and audio compres­
sion. CableLabs' role in this commit­
tee has been to develop and to repre­
sent the technical requirements of the
cable industry.

Its third effort is an industrywide
search for a digital video compres­
sion system that will meet two princi­
pal industry needs. The first and most
immediate is for digital compression
of satellite network signals, which will
permit an increase in the number of
channels per satellite transponder
from the present one to four or more.
This first phase of the industry's im­
plementation of digital technology
was scheduled to begin by the end of
1992 and will greatly increase the in­
dustry's ability to deliver program­
ming services. These signals will be
decompressed and decoded at cable
headends and retransmitted in stan­
dard NTSC AM format over the cable
system.

The second step will quickly follow
the implementation of the first phase.
The second phase will provide trans­
mission of digitally compressed sig­
nals over cable networks to the home
by early 1994. Here, CableLabs is
talking about compacting eight or
more standard NTSC TV channels
into a single 6 MHz cable channel.
Let me make a clarifying point here.
The digital compression systems
CableLabs is looking at involve inno­
vative modulation of the digital code.
The modulation is compatible with the
AM carriers the industry presently
uses in its transmissions. In other

words, it can maintain compatibility
with its existing network signal struc­
ture in the transition to digital technol·
ogy. This ensures a smooth. low-cost
evolution.

The search for this technology has
been conducted by addressing a re­
quest for proposal to more than 90
companies located all over the world
The response to the solicitation has
been exceptional. Nine entities, some
involving consortia of companies.
have entered the final competition for
the CableLabs contract - all with a
commitment to supplying hardware
for testing on the satellite transmlS·
sion leg by this fall.

Some of the competitors are USing
MPEG-based compression while oth­
ers employ proprietary techniques.
One of the competitors in the bidding
already has sold satellite compres­
sion equipment. And many have
brought their systems to our trade
shows, demonstrating spectacular
picture quality at 3 Mbits/sec, or even
less.

I don't think that it's an exaggera­
tion to say that digital compression
for cable is here as a practical option
for the future. CableLabs has to work
through the issues involving operat­
ing protocols and the cost. The cost
of the equipment has to be reduced
to a level where cable operators can
view a shift to digitally compressed
service as a profitable move. In this
case, I'm talking about consumer
level video digital decoders in the
home. Already, the satellite headend
decoder equipment is at cost parity
with standard analog receivers.

A case study
Clearly, there is no technical barrl'

er remaining to making digital com­
pression a real part of our network
operations. This means that the 550
MHz FSA networks we are installing
today could soon be able to deliver
an astonishing number of services
Let's walk through an extreme exam­
ple. Let's assume that. for a while at
least, we continue transmitting our
standard network fare, the types of
services that go out to everyone in
the broadcast mode, in standard AM
format. For the typical U.S. cable sys­
tem, this probably adds up to about
40 channels of programming. That
leaves about 40 channels for digital
service.

I mentioned earlier that Cable Labs
is looking at eight NTSC channels per
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evaluate the test results and to make
a recommendation to the FCC some­
time this month. Following field tests,
the FCC could approve a standard for
broadcast transmission by autumn of
this year.

Summary
In conclusion, I would like to make

the following two points:
First, it is clear that the cable in­

dustry's networks in North America
are maturing into fiber-based, two­
way and digitally capable systems
able to deliver broadband video and
data services (true telecommunica­
tions networks). Cable is therefore a
valuable potential partner in future
delivery systems and an important
new service provider to the public.

Second, one of the most remark­
able results of recent advances in
digital video and in digital video com­
pression is the evident convergence
of disparate industries and communi­
cation services to the use of digital
technology. Digital video is a clean
new slate and a new set of opportuni­
ties for interindustry cooperation. This
technology not only benefits broad­
cast TV, cable, satellite, computer,

6 MHz of bandwidth. It turns out that
movies can stand especially large
compression so that it is possible to
carry eight or more movies in a 6
MHz channel, depending on which
vendor you talk to. (One company
says it can do 16 movies per 6 MHz.)
Let's say we devote three quarters of
our new digital spectrum to movies
and let's choose the conservative end
of the range of compression ratio op­
tions.

If we choose, we could offer 300
pay-per-view (PPV) movie selections
in this model. This leaves another 60
MHz for other digital services. Maybe
these are sports channels, which
would operate at a ratio of 3 or 4 per
6 MHz. Or maybe they're education
services that would operate at the
same or even higher ratio of com­
pression as movies. Or maybe they're
the initial HDTV offerings in the mar­
ketplace, where each 6 MHz channel
delivers a single HDTV channel. Or
maybe they are an interactive, multi­
channel service similar to the
Videotron Olympics coverage using
Videoway that was available this
summer in London. Or maybe they
are multimedia services. Or perhaps
they are integrated telecommunica­
tion data and voice services.

This is but one of many ways that
the cable industry will be able to in­
troduce video and other services on
demand early in the transition to digi­
tal compression. In the months
ahead, even more cable systems will
be testing such approaches. Already,
in addition to Time Warner's 150­
channel system, TCI, US West and
AT&T are testing alternative ap­
proaches to PPV service in a real
market situation.

It is now universally recognized
that electronic video delivery has an
opportunity to capture a large share
of the $11 billlon-$12 billion U.S.
home video market. Early achieve­
ment of this capability will generate
revenues that will support further ex­
pansion of network capabilities and
services. And remember, CableLabs'
550 MHz FSA network is designed to
jump to 1 GHz at minimal costs.
Imagine what doubling again the
available spectrum does to its service
profile.

So what we have in the rollout of
fiber and digital compression is the
makings of a self-expanding broad­
band network, designed from the
start to accommodate new imagina-

tive services at very low incremental
costs.

HDTV
How does HDTV fit into this pic­

ture? The U.S. FCC process of se­
lecting an HDTV standard continues
on schedule. The plan is to introduce
HDTV as a simulcast service and
maintain the present 6 MHz channel­
ization scheme. The testing of propo­
nent systems was completed in
October 1992. Four of the candidates
employ digital compression and
transmission, so there is a strong
likelihood that a digital system will be
selected.

CableLabs has been actively in­
volved in the testing. As one of the
two laboratories conducting the tests,
its role has been to measure the
transmission quality of the HDTV sig­
nals on cable. It tests the perfor­
mance of the systems under varying
conditions of distortions introduced by
the cable plant. The digital modula­
tion that is being employed by the
proponents seems to be carried with
little difficulty by the cable networks.

I have mentioned the schedule.
The FCC advisory committee plans to

u r- .... = 't'
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/;7Interdidion uP'it
if Pay Revenues

40% in Mass.
By PETER LAMBERT

&reater Media Cable of
Chicopee, Mass., is claiming
a 64 percent increase in pay

penetration, a tripling of multipay
households and a 40 percent pay
revenue boost since last July.

The operator attributes the gains
to installation of Scientific-Atlanta
lnc,'s interdiction technology.

"It satisfies broadcast basic tier­
ing and anti-buy-through provi­
sions without a lot of complica­
tions," said Bob Gaboury, vice
president and general manager of
Greater Media's western Mas­
sachusetts systems.

"I've been involved in four or
five other rebuilds, and this one
was by far the smoothest,"
Gaboury said. Approximately
18,600 Chicopee subscribers
"have overwhelmingly accepted
the new system. Everything leads
us to reaffirm our original belief i

that it's going to be well worth the
10 percent additional cost to in­
stall interdiction," he said.

Gary Trimm, president of S-A's
subscriber products division. said
10 percent may be on the low end
of average costs against converter
installation and maintenance, "de­
pending on population density
and lap efficiency."

The efficiencies appear high for
Chicopee. Gaboury said premium
penetration has risen to 116 per­
cent, multipay homes to 30 per­
cent. Overall per-subscriber rev­
enue has risen 35 percent.

Greater Media deployed 1,637
eight-port interdiction devices
serving apartment complexes' and
5,038 four-port devices serving
single-family dwellings. Since
then, fewer dollars are going out,
according to Gaboury, who said
his company has stopped con­
tracting for converter installation,
a" iminated theft of

~
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/nterdiction's Payoff
Greater Media system in Mass. says revenues up, costs down
By MATT STUMP

Addressable interdiction equipment
has proven to be a tonic for Greater
Media's 18,60().subscriber system

in Chicopee, Mass.: The managers say
revenues have risen, operating costs have
fallen, pay penetration has more than
doubled, and signal theft has dropped
since the Scientific-Atlanta Inc. gear was
installed last year.

But the technology's biggest payoff
may be reducing the number of problems
that rate reregulation will cause, accord­
ing to Bob Gaboury, the system's vice
president and general manager.

"It satisfies broadcast basic tiering and
anti-buy-through provisions without a lot
of complications, and will allow for future
tiering options," he says.

Interdiction was first introduced as a
way to remove expensive converter box
equipment from the home, but its rollout to
the nation's cable systems has been slowed
by the advent of digital compression,
which will mandate a box in the home.

But Greater Media says it's pleased
with the system.

Gaboury, who installed interdiction
lastjulyas part of a rebuild, raised month­
ly rates from $18.30 to $21.95 for 53 chan­
nels. Although prices rose dramatically,
subscribers could begin to use all of their
cable-ready TV sets' functions. As result,
no subscribers registered complaints
about the rate hikes, Gaboury said.

Now that Greater Media probably will
have to reduce its rates to comply with
the FCC's new benchmarks, interdiction
will soften the blow, Gaboury said, not­
ing, "I think interdiction is a lifesaver."

Those rate rollbacks also will prompt
the system to try to cut costs - an effort
that interdiction also will playa role in by
cutting the number of system truck rolls.
Gaboury also said he won't need outside
contractors to handle installation work.

Gaboury also said interdiction will let
him add non-regulated service offerings at
a lower cost Pay-per-view is now offered
to all 18,600 subscribers. Before interdic­
tion, only the 4,000 homes with address­
able converters could get the service.
Movie buy rates in March were 36 percent
across the system's entire base, he said.

Interdiction will also make it easier to
add tiers of service, according to
Gaboury. For example, he said the sys­
tem could offer four new basic networks

!j1""..••"' .•• ,.,

t!,c:APlTAL IMPROVEMENTS'f'i~f0:i
'Greater Media's system In Chicopee,
Mass., says it has boosted pay revenue
40 percent since last July and dropped
operating costs after Installing address-
able Interdiction equipment. Here's aloak ~

at the numbers: Before' After !
;'i

Basic penetration 80% 83% .~

Pay penetration 52% 116% ~

Additional outlets 39% 47% 'i
..Sou_rc8_:...G..re...8t..e""rM...e...d..IB....""...""....~•."".n..........'.__-.J

for $1 a la carte, or all four for $3. ''That
probably is the only way we'll add basic
channels," he said.

To the subscriber, interdiction pro­
vides all the capabilities of a set-top con­
verter without the device being in the
home. Cable operators control adding
and deleting service offerings from the
main office. No truck rolls are needed to
install or change services.

Pirae
All signals are delivered unscrambled

to the interdiction unit, and unauthorized
signals are then jammed inside the unit.
Typically, one unit serves four homes.

Greater Media installed 1,637 eight­
port interdiction devices to serve apart­
ment complexes, and 5,038 four-port de­
vices for residential subscribers.

The system encountered no problems
with the rollout, Gaboury said: "I've been
involved with four or five other rebuilds,
and this one was by far the smoothest."

Basic penetration has increased from
80 percent to 83 percent, and pay penetra­
tion, with the help of packaging, has
more than doubled from 52 percent to
116 p.ercent, according to Richard 'Car­
naH, Greater Media's regional marketing
manager. Multipay households have
tripled, from 9 percent to 30 percent.

"Interdiction has helped Chicopee
boost pay revenue by more than 40 per­
cent," Carnall said. The system also gen­
erated a 21- percent increase in additional
outlet revenue.

Greater Media also expects to cut into
its piracy problems since it's easier to
monitor signal theft through out-of-the­
home interdiction units.

Greater Media executives said sub­
scribers are happier when their converter
is removed from their homes, and they
can use special features in their television
sets, such aseP:i:~in~and
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It's Time for Viewers to Get Control

of Their Cable TV Converter Boxes

Sure, 500 channels might be (un, but do they
really get you the best bang (or your cable TV
buck? Don't you and your family also want better

eervices (or less money?
Then don't just re-regulate the cable industry.
~e the cable TV coBtr

A 011 lit vm TV set,

€~e, CD P!' and VCR but be

lud1a~u;fJe£:nu;~
gxnoanies that it's}'tlur living room, not elI'S.

With virtually every media fecMology bUt that cable­
converter, you get an excellent array of price and choice,
Why? Because they are the result o( a competitive
marketplace that rewards innovation and low-cost
manufacturing. The cable converter, by contrast, is the
feeble spawn o( the pseudo-monopoly It's designed with
~ mnwmkmce of the Cible company-not the
conswner-jn mind.

"Let a thousand converter boxes bloom," former
Pedera1 Communications Commission Chairman Mark

Fowler agrees. '7his makes good policy sense: It would
~ consumers cbooee the box that's best (or them....
Right now, we have a monopoly cable provider dictating
what the box is."

To be sure, deregulating cable converter boxes
shouldn't beco~ a sneaky way for people to illegally hook
up ~ cable servtees, any more than buying a telephone
entitJea )"0\1 to tree Iong-<iistance calls.
. What's so prov~~e, however, is that it might well be
~ the best ~o.nonuc Illterest of the cable companies to
gIVe u~ thelf virtual monopoly on converter boxes.
Subscribers who only care about changing channels could
buy the cheap.converters made in Indonesia; those who

h
W8nt to p,lay Vldeo garnes, retrieve movie snippets and do
orne banking couJd buy the top-of-the-Iine multirne<lia
~rters built by Apple Computer Inc., International
BUSIlles5 Machines Corp. or Nintendo Co
rftA~' •
UWQ;J"I BlSt as AT&T discovered that more tel€1lRQR8i

,meant more peOple making calls cable companies migbt-.,
firid thatrnore people m1i'bt subscribe.ta.more services if
~re were a greater Vinety of innovative converters.-

Don't (orget that the cable companies still get to control
what programming comes clown their cable, So long as
they can protect the integrity of their signals, who cares
who owns the box? Cable companies should publish the
technical specifications that make open-architecture cable
converter boxes possible.

"It would seem to me that this would be a very smart
thing for them to do," says Robert LaBlanc, aTribW1e Co.
director and former vice chairman of Continental Telecom
Inc.. now Contel Corp., who ocasionally consults for cable
companies. "It would promote competition and the faster
introduction of new services. ' .. I think the FCC ought to
open up hearings on this." .
, The cable establishment, on the other hand, IS

something less than enthusiastic. "Unlike the Bell
system," National Cable Television Association
spokeswoman Peggy Laramie says, wcable is not a
common carrier.... Cgmplete aM opetl access does oat
fit with the hedtaie of cable"

-"While we do not reactwit~~n to this notion,
we'd oppose it," saY' Robert omson, senior vice

president of Tele-Communications Inc., the nation's
largest cable company, "Until this ra~ ~Mng .,
envirorunent is worked through by pnvate indu.strY, It s
too soon to set any timetables for standards or
dereguJation." Thomson insists that market forces could
bring about de facto converter deregulation so that
government action is unnecessary,

Other cable companies seem more sanguine. "So long
as we are able to own the WlSCraITlbling circuits.- it
doesn't much matter who owns the rest of the box, says
Walt Ciciora, vice president of technology for Time .
Warner Cable, Indeed, Ciciora notes, Time Warner also IS
talking with companies such as Apple Computer about the
future blend of computers and converters.

Of course, there are tec.hnicaJ issues to be ironed out.
But the fact is that the Cable Act of 1992 doesn't go far
enough in encouraging a vibrant market in this growing
technological arena. . s
right b consumers, the cable com

orucs' convert

M~1wei Schrage is Q CQ/umnist jqr the lAs AngIUJ TiMA


